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The Gospel in Seven Words  10/6/13 Matt. 5:48; Romans 5:8; 

Eph. 2:8-10, 14-18; I John 3:2-3, 9 

 About a year ago, Christian Century magazine invited a variety of 

Christian writers, pastors, and theologians to sum up the gospel in seven 

words or less.  They were to also write a couple sentences, explaining their 

summary.  15 of the submissions were published.  As I thought about it, I 

thought this would be a really good exercise for any Christian.  It forces us 

to think about what is truly essential to the gospel.  Do we focus on the  

individual or social dimensions of the gospel?  Do we emphasize the work 

of the Father, Son, or Holy Spirit?  What place does sin have in our 

understanding of the gospel?  What place does Jesus have?  How would 

you sum up the gospel in seven words or less? 

 This morning I’m going to share a few of the summaries that the 

magazine published.  I think they highlight some of the different 

approaches you could take to answer this profound challenge.  You might 

want to think about which one or ones sum best sum up your 

understanding of the gospel as we go through them. 

 Here’s the first one:  “God, through Christ, welcomes you 

anyhow.”  (Martin Marty) 

Martin Marty is a long-time Lutheran religious scholar, who has written 

extensively about the church.  I think his summary is rooted in Paul’s 

understanding of the gospel found in Romans 5.   
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8But God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ 

died for us. 9Much more surely then, now that we have been justified by his 

blood, will we be saved through him from the wrath of God. 10For if while 

we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of his Son, 

much more surely, having been reconciled, will we be saved by his life. 

(Rom. 5:8-10)   

 The focus here is on the salvation of individuals.  Each of us is saved 

from the consequences of our sin through the blood of Jesus Christ, shed 

on the cross.  Marty’s word “anyhow,” captures the sin issue.  God 

welcomes us “anyhow”- in spite of our sin.  The idea that we are reconciled 

to God, made right with God, is captured in the word “welcomed.”  And he 

rightly points out that this is done through Christ.  This is a classic 

Protestant understanding of the gospel, summed up very well by Marty.  

“God, through Christ, welcomes you anyhow.” 

 Let’s look at another one!  “The wall of hostility has come down.”  

Ellen T. Charry, professor of Systematic Theology at Princeton Theological 

Seminary, wrote this one.  If you are familiar with Paul’s letter to the 

Ephesians, you’ll know its source. 

14For he (Christ) is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into 

one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us. 

15He has abolished the law with its commandments and ordinances, that he 

might create in himself one new humanity in place of the two, thus making 
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peace, 16and might reconcile both groups to God in one body through the 

cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it. 17So he came and 

proclaimed peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were 

near; 18for through him both of us have access in one Spirit to the Father. 

(Eph. 2:14-18)   

 We live in a world plagued by deep divisions that often result in 

violence between individuals, groups, and whole nations.  Think about the 

situation in places like Syria, Sudan, Iraq, Afghanistan, and Egypt.  

Charry’s summary focuses on how the gospel makes a difference to our 

unending conflict.  She sees the gospel bringing together groups of people 

who previously were enemies.  In Ephesians, Paul is referring to healing 

the rift between Jews and Gentiles.  There was a deep division between 

Jew and Gentile that went back well over a thousand years, but God, 

through Christ, made it possible for these groups to be reconciled to one 

another.  Salvation here isn’t just about individuals, though it certainly 

includes that.  Here, the gospel, the good news, is that God is bringing 

peace and healing relationships for all humanity!  That is a message that 

gives us great hope as we see deep, entrenched conflicts all over our 

world.  It is God’s will to bring about reconciliation between enemies, and 

that is the focus of Ellen Charry’s summary of the gospel.  “The wall of 

hostility has come down.” 
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 Let’s try another one.  “Israel’s God’s bodied love continues 

world-making.”  (Walter Brueggemann)  Huh?  You’d never guess that 

Brueggemann is an Old Testament theologian, and writer of scholarly 

books, would you?  We won’t spend much time on this one, but 

Brueggeman emphasizes the continuity between the God of Israel and the 

God of the New Testament.  The same God who saved the Hebrews from 

Egyptian bondage, became embodied in Jesus Christ.  He also reminds us 

that God’s activity of creation continues today in transforming our world into 

the world God wants it to be.  By the way, Brueggemann proudly pointed 

out that he only used six words in his summary.  He said that he rested on 

the seventh… “Israel’s God’s bodied love continues world-making.” 

 We’ll keep going.  I’ve just got two more.  “Christ’s humanity 

occasions our divinity.”  Scott Cairns, an American poet and essayist, 

wrote this one.  It may sound a little odd, almost “New Agey” to us, but it 

would sound very mainstream to Christians in Orthodox churches around 

the world.  Similar statements were made by many of the church fathers in 

the early centuries of the church- Athanasius and Irenaeus and Clement, 

for example.  Biblically, we could look at Matt. 5, where Jesus says, “Be 

perfect as my Father in heaven is perfect,” (Matt. 5:48) or in I John, 

“2Beloved, we are God’s children now; what we will be has not yet been 

revealed. What we do know is this: when he is revealed, we will be like him, 

for we will see him as he is. 3And all who have this hope in him purify 
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themselves, just as he is pure. 9Those who have been born of God do not 

sin, because God’s seed abides in them; they cannot sin, because they 

have been born of God. (I John 3:2-3,9) 

 The book of Genesis tells us that we were created in God’s very 

image.  Sin has distorted that image in us, so that we no longer reflect God.  

The work of salvation involves restoring that original image of God in us!  

Sin is cleared out of our lives.  We become focused on doing God’s work of 

re-creation in our relationships, in our care of the earth, in our finances, in 

the way we use our time.  We become co-creators with God, restoring 

God’s world to its original intention and purpose.  This is a different 

approach to stating the gospel, but it certainly has deep roots in both the 

Bible and in the history of the church.  “Christ’s humanity occasions our 

divinity.”  

 Here’s the last one.  Roberta Roberts Gaventa, professor of New 

Testament at Baylor wrote, “In Christ, God’s Yes Defeats our No.”  I think 

there’s a lot to like in this one, too.  Our “no” to God is a rejection of God’s 

claims over us.  We have rejected God as our creator, sustainer, and Lord, 

because we want to run our own lives and run the world the way we want 

to run it.  The results have been disastrous.  We are alienated from God, 

from others, and even from ourselves.  You see, we can’t begin to 

understand who we are and who we are in relationship to other people 
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without God’s perspective.  The Bible calls that “no” on our part, sin.  But, 

thank God, that’s not the end of the story! 

 In Christ, God has spoken a decisive “yes!”  Jesus’ life demonstrates 

what a God-centered life really looks like in contrast to our own self-

centered ones.  And Jesus’ death on our behalf and his resurrection 

demonstrates that God has defeated our “no” and turned it into a “yes.”  

God’s will for us and for his creation will not be thwarted.  His “yes” for us 

involves salvation from our sin, healing of relationships and restoration of 

the earth.  God’s “yes” reminds us that we belong to God’s love and that 

God will not let us go! 

 Let’s look back over these five summaries of the gospel once more.   

“God, through Christ, welcomes you anyhow.” 

“The wall of hostility has come down.” 

“Israel’s God’s bodied love continues world-making.” 

“Christ’s Humanity Occasions Our Divinity” 

“In Christ, God’s yes defeats our no.” 

 Which one of these best sums up your understanding of the gospel?  

What does that say about what’s important to you in the Good News?    

What does your understanding of the gospel require of you?  Whichever 

summary you prefer, always remember that Good News or “gospel” is for 

sharing with others!  How could you communicate the good news of the 

gospel with someone this week? 
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 Originally, I wasn’t planning to offer a summary of my own, but my 

wife, Bonnie, told me I had to, so here it is: Creator God sent Jesus to 

restore World.  I wanted to emphasize that the gospel, the good news, has 

its roots in the fact that God made this world and each person in it.  

Therefore, God has a right to intervene and restore his creation to his 

original intention.  God’s intervention through the life, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ is leading to the restoration of God’s creation.  

On an individual basis, our relationship with God has been restored.  But 

there is more.  God is working to make peace between entire nations so 

the whole world reflects his intentions for humanity.  And he invites us to be 

part of that restoration effort. 

 Some of you may want to come up with your own summary of the 

gospel in seven words or less.  I’d love you to share them with me.  Maybe 

we’ll publish them sometime!  For now, let’s pause to give thanks for the 

Good News, as we prepare to celebrate it in the Lord’s Supper! 


